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From a Different Perspective
Chris Schrage
In recent years there have been many celebrity endorsements
to programs meant to alleviate poverty. Now marketers are
getting people to purchase items with the promise to send so
much of the purchase price to various charities. What better
way to promote social responsibility while gaining market share
and profits? However, poverty is not going away in a manner
that one might assume with so much money. Why not?
Some people may feel that handing over a check is
the best thing to do. Unfortunately, much of the funding
raised goes to pay salaries and travel expenses of those “put in
charge” and only a small portion goes to those it is meant to help. Others find it easy to distance
themselves from those only seen suffering on television in commercials or in the news. There is
an old saying that I keep on my wall in my home office that might just provide some great insight
to the situation:
“The greatest good we can do for others is not just to share our riches with them, but to
reveal their riches to themselves.”
While many societies lack education and opportunities, there is tremendous richness in each one.
The key is to be willing to humble oneself to live with others and learn how to help improve lives
from those directly affected. For the past several years my attention has been focused on visiting
and enhancing individual talents in developing countries. I have had the honor of sharing my
knowledge and skills with people in Uzbekistan, Sudan, Ghana, Honduras, Nicaragua and
Costa Rica.
My university students often ask about my favorite country to visit. Each are surprised
that places like Paris and Venice are not on the top of my list. Both are as beautiful as many
other places in the world. However, it is not architecture, fine food, or wonderful hotels that
attract me. For me, inspiration is watching with awe as a graceful Ghanaian woman carries
a tremendous load of goods on her head with a young child wrapped around her waist. A
wide, bright smile flashes across her face as she greats family and friends. It is watching young
children around the world playing with imagination instead of a pile of toys. Joy comes from
accomplishing a task by hand that in the U.S. would be completed by a machine.
Over the past few years, I have come to observe the intricacies of societies from a
different perspective. Instead of pushing what I think is the right goal or path on to people, my
ears and heart become more open to the viewpoints and desires of the community. The reality
of each society is very different from others, therefore, taking a “fix” from the U.S. will not
necessarily take care of a situation elsewhere. While some societies have come to see U.S. citizens
quick to give handouts, most would rather learn how to improve life personally. Over and over, I
witness an eagerness to learn new ideas and skills. No one asks me to provide personal support
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to live on. What is desired is someone to provide insight, education, and non-financial support.
Avenues to credit and business opportunities are desired over charity.
An example of this came about in the summer of 2005. After working with several
women’s groups involved in micro-credit, time was spent in another region of Ghana. This
very rural region is located away from the two or three regions with large cities drawing nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), in fact, one chief actually asked me why everything stayed
in the other regions and didn’t come to his people. A discussion with young people recently
graduated from Junior Secondary School generated a concept that evolved into a passion. These
teenagers could not afford to travel to another place to live and study in Senior Secondary
School, which left them with rather bleak futures. Not one of them asked if I would pay for
tuition or living expenses, instead, each student focused on how funds could be EARNED to
afford an education. The only skills anyone claimed was the ability to make brooms to sell in the
market, however, the handmade brooms were made by most of the villagers, providing too much
competition for a decent profit. No part-time jobs existed in the area for youth. The situation
and concern enveloped my entire mind and soul for several days. Ideas were put into concepts
to be shared with the school administrators and discussed with others in the community.
After a constant sequence of discussions, program development costing, and a personal
commitment to see it through, the JSS Business Education Program was formed. A permanent
building would be constructed on the school grounds near the highway in a highly visible spot.
This small building would house a mini-store (needed in the community) and run by a small
group of 9th year students. Each year a new set of students would be selected as the former
group graduated. A percentage of the sales would be placed in a savings account to build a
fund to provide partial scholarships to the students active in the course and staffing the store
operation. Due to a need to return to Iowa for fall semester, contractors had to be identified
and some initial funds provided for materials. With 12% per month inflation, it made sense to
move ahead with construction during my absence.
It took a year to finally get the building ready as well as the instructor and students fully
prepared, but the mini-store did open in July of 2006. It is a source of pride for the school and
the village. It provided work for the local contractors. Villagers can get basic consumer needs
met without having to travel via public transport to other places several kilometers away. Young
people have gained basic business skills and a sense of pride in earning funds to enhance future
educational opportunities. Other communities are seeing the program as one to utilize in local
education systems. Even if the youth that participate do not advance to further education, each
gains basic business and entrepreneurial skills.
Students at the University of Northern Iowa have been writing essays for a Business
Training manual. A few have traveled to the community to help with training. Our presence
also provides opportunities for villagers to earn money by providing meals, cultural lessons, and
housing. Craftsmen offer quality goods for sale to enhance meager incomes.
While the program is not large or by any means glitzy, the impact on the village, school
and young people involved, is great. Each entity has been given insight into riches right in the
village. Guidance, patience, and mutual respect are at the core of the program.
Grassroots programs developing skills of those involved will be the ones to change
the future for those currently enveloped in poverty. Financial gifts and feeding programs that
grow out of the “instant gratification” culture prevalent in the West are just temporary. Global
citizens need to take a different perspective on developing the richness that abounds all over
the world.

0
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This photo was taken after the first week of student training in March 2006. The students fought for the opportunity
to wear one of the six aprons for the photo. The building had just been painted and preparations for the July 2006
opening were made. Back row: left to right—Melinda Hammerlink (2007 Business Administration graduate), Savior,
Philip, Akpene, Rebecca, Clemence and Josephine. Front row: left to right—Chris Schrage (wearing a Ghanaian
dress made for her in Denu), Matthew, Albert, Victoria, Mama and Ghanaian instructor Charles Kwashie Godzor.

